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Turner’s Plan for Cable Network |
Draws Large Measure of Skepticism

By JoHN Hervax and Lauza Lanoeo
e ff Reporters af Trus: Wall STRCT Jounmal.

ATLANTA-To hear Ted Turner tell it
Turner Network Television will revolution-
Lze cable TV. Not only will it provide “the
finest prograrnming on this planel* be
says. §t will do s0 2s part of cable systems’
basic offerings rather than as 3 premium
service Hke Home Bax Office and Show-
time.

But {{ may be years before TNT ean
realize that starry-eyed vision. In the
meantime, skeptics say, Mr. Turper's
much ballyhooed new cable network is lia-
ble 10 look more like 2 round-the-clock
*Late Show™ than 2 paragoen of cable pro-
granmung. .

If al! goes according to plan, TNT will
premiere Ocl. 3 with 2 showing of »Gone
Yith the Wind™ and follow with a steady
stream of old movies from Turner Broad-
casting System Inc.’s 3.300-title Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer library. Over the next
three years, Mr. Turner aims to add to this
menu a nighly smorgzsbord of high-pro-
fie minisanies, big-league sports and Acad-
emy Awards-type extravaganzas.

The ambitious plan is already generat-
ing conuoversy. Czble executives are
sharply divided over whether there is
rezlly room for another major cable net-
work—and whether Turner Broadcasting
can deliver {L TNT, which is likely to
make s debut in seven million to 10 mil-
Lion bouseholds, *will need to move into
e 301035 million range quickly to com-
pete and bid eHectively for program-
ming.” says larry Gerbrandl, an analyst
a1 Paul Kagan Assoclates, 2 Carmel, Ca-
K., invesunent concern

‘Punch-Through® Programming

Cable operators have long touted the

)2 of.a network that would produce
must-see, high-quality fare for which sub-
scribers wouldn't have to pay extra. John
-Malone, president of the giant cable operx-
!tor TeleCommunications Inc. and jeader
| of e group of operators that owns 31% of
: Twner Broadeasting, contends that the in-
l'f‘ém'? nesds such “punch-through™ pro-

;. The industry has already invested hegy-
;ﬂymhamchwchnid\enerworx:nme
{Discovery Cbannel, the Fashion Channel
iand the Learning Channel, which mm much
origina! programming. But executives fee!
{ that alongside the three major broadezst
netwarks, cable st has the image of 2n .
. ran. “We need more of the kind of
sporis programming. major movies and
miniseries that beavy TV viewers kove,”

'says John Hendricks, president and chief

executive officer of the Discovery Channel.

and TNT may be it RECE
. Mr. Turner, who created both Cable
News Network'and, fn WTRES, the mod-
ern, satellite “superstation.” must trade
beavily on his reputation in taunching
TNT. “He might be the only one who wouid

s |

have a chance of daing this.” 52ys Charles
F. Dolan, chairman and chief executive of-
ficer of Cablevision Systerns Corp.. 2 long
1siand, N.Y.-based operator.

Pau! Isaacsan, an executive vice presh-
dent with the adverusing concern Young &
Rubicam Inc., agress. While he questions
whether TNT can buy enough time with old
movies. he's opento commimgxg his clients
10 2 Turner projecl “"Turner’s got 2 good
track record and the support of the opera-
tors,” Mr. Isaacson s3ys. “In a business
where the cost of advertising is skyr?cket-

ing and the market is fragmenting. it’s im-

pommwbokuthsemingsnmmm-
v However, some in the induslry worry
that TNT could further fragment the cable
sudience at 2 time when such networks &S
USA. ESPN and Lifetime are finally
bealthy enough to star spending to up-
grade programming. Kay Koplovitz, prest-

| framming to compete with slick broad-

;fzS_l-nelwork shows and lure more sub-
}s:nbers. Although about half of US.
;homes now get cable, that proportion must
jclimb much higher 10 increase ratings and
“feleh more advertising revenues. -

*"To do that, cable has to focus (= epermnm

)

|

Largest Cable Networks
Advertiser supportad .

- - © T . BURSCRIRERS
NETWORK OWNEX (In milisons)
ESPN Capital Cities/

' . ABC (80%) 46.1
Cable News ~ Turner
Network - Broadeasting 425
USA - "~ Gulfe
Network Western/MCA (1.0
MTV Viacom 29.4
Nickelodeon Viazom 379
CBN Cable Christian
Network Broadeasting 72
Nashville Opryland USA/
Network Gaylord 37.0
Lifetime Hearst/ .
Visoom/ABC 354
C-Span Nonprefit
Cooperative 230
The Westher landmark
Channel Communications  31.6

dent of USA Network Inc.. sees another
petwork—especially one like TNT—-as “a
barrier to any of us calapulling into &
higher level of viewership.” Even the big-
gest cable petworks, Including USA, have
oaly & fraction of the tolal viewing audi-
ence. Winning & 2 to { share (or percent-
age of all television sets tuned in) is the
best most cable shows can hope for.

Ad spending may be splintered, too.
“There's a pool of advertising dollars for
cable, but i only goes 5o far,” notes Mare
Goldstein, ‘2 senlor vice president at the

.advertising  copcerm*-Ogilvy” Group~inc ¢

“Can al] these different entities continue to
grow and prosper and generate the type of -
revenues necessary to provide program-
ming?™ (Cable is projected to draw $1.5
billion in advertising in 1388, up from $L1
billion in 1967, aceording 1o Cabletelevision
‘Advertising Bureau Inc.) T

" Other networks also see TNT as a blud-
geon that would keep them {rom raising

S NS
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prices. Mr. Tumner plans to offer TNT free
to operators until the end of 1885, then
graduzlly increase fees Lo 25 cents 2 month
per subscriber by 1991. USA, ESPN and
others now charge about 20 cents monthly
per subscriber and are eager 1o raise fees
30 they can spend more on programming.

Such increases would be more difficult

were another major network to zppear.
s+  Beyond such objections, TNT faces
some problems. For one thing., many ca-
tle systems, particuiarly older ones, have
12 shortage of availabie channels. There
lare already more than 60 cable petworks
of various sizes competing for space on
systems that often have only 35 to 40 chan-
nels. Many of those networks, such as the
Discovery Channe] and the Fashion Chan-
Del, are partly owned by cable operators,
who have an Interest in their success.
Moreover, operators are naturally hesi-
tant 1o remove & popular network in favor
* of one that's 2 mere promise. And David
MacDonald, president of New York Times
Cao.'s NYT Cable unit, worries that TNT
_would drain resources {rom Turner Broad.-,
‘casting's own WTBS, which is curmntjy
one of his system's two most popular chan-
nels. He argues that “anybody would have

o0 say: “I've got a2 winner with WTBS; why 1

do anything that would hurt 17" ™~
- Confident of the Market

Mr. Turner recognizes these obstacles,
““We have to convince cable operators that
TNT belongs on their system, when in
many instances something else has to go.”
he says. Still, he thinks they'll be eager for
what he promises.
In prime time, Mr. Turner envisions
original situation comedies and game
, shows, as well as dramalic series and min-
i iseries. (Meeting yesterday with dozans of
l Hollywood production executives, Mr,
Tumner told them he was interested in pro-
, gramming of an “‘uplifting nature.”} He'd
i also lke to get some splashy special
events, such as the Academy Awards and

the Miss America Pageant, as well as.

some high-minded, high-budget documen-
taries.

TNT plans to bid on National Football

League games and other sports, though
Mr. Tumner says, I don'l see us 25 2 head-
to-head competitor tn any way with
ESPN.”" Nevertheless, all-sports ESPN,

which currently has the rights to a Sunday--
pight NFL package, “is prepared for

TNT.” s2ys J. Williamn Grimes, president
and chief executive officer of the network,
which is 80% owned by Capital Cities/ ABC
Inc. “We aren't going to sit by sdly while
TNT takes over.” .

- . Others-mzy be equally prepared. Mr.
Tu.rper himself concedes that many of the
40 10 50 special-event extravaganzas on its

**wish list “have Jongstanding relationships
with the networks. Some of them will be

virtually impossible to get™ TNT could
commit to a big miniseries today, but #t-

would take at least two years and several
million dollars 1o produce. Two years is

dnd bl

* *also the soonestit cou!d get pro Iootbaﬂ )

and basebi | on’the air




TNT Dud?

Potshots directed 8t venture

There's no question that Turper
Broadcasting Sysiems’ proposed
Turner Network Television hasa't been
greetzd by open arms.

TNT, as eavisioned by TBS, woald
be a “big-ticket™ petwork, featuring
major sporting events, popular movies
and other specials.

But the TNT has run into
some rough sledding. Channe] capaci-
ty is one stumbling block. Costs
associated with drawing events such as
th: Emmy Awards or the 1992 Olym-
pics, both of which have been men-
tioned for possible inclusion on the
network, hxve also been an area of
concern.

TNT has also antracted fierce criti-
cism from other cable programmers.
It's not the first time inter-industry
squabbling has surfaced, but the
finger-pointing at TNT leads some to
wonder if cable programmers’ tradi-
tona) all-for-one, one-for-all philos-
ophy might be splintering.

USA Nerwork president Ksy Koplo-
vitz, for example, pulled few punches
anacking TNT in a Denver appear-
ance. “I don't think TNT is practical,
wnd I don't think it’s necessary,” she
aid.

Thbus far, Koploviz is the only com-
etitor that has anacked TNT so
wintedly. Other major basic program-
2213 continue o diplomatically tiptoe
trough the press with their comments
bowt TNT. But beneath the surface,
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“ua

they are concerned about what a TNT
might do 1o escalating production and
rights fees.

Tom Rogeberg, senior vice presi-
dent and general manager st CBN

Cable Network, declined Sormrastsns

about TNT, but said, “Competition is
cerainly becoming more and more
keen™ Yet Rogeberg appears dismayed
about some of the public posturing in
evidence. “Anacking our competition
does nothing to suppont our industry.
It is benter o focus on ways we can be
supportive without harming our own
goals” T

At ESPN, executive vice president
Roger Werner admits concemn about
any hikes in rights fees that may result
should TNT and ESPN have 10 go
bead to head in obtaining sporting
events. “To the extent we would have
to compete for sporting events, it
would only raise the price t the con-
surner,” Werner sxys.

Werner adds, though, that 2 TNT
wouldn't be a big concern v ESPN.
“It’s pot necessarily bad that it is out
there.™ He also downplays any ovent
criticism of the concept. “As program-
mers become more challenged, head-
to-bzad competition is a reality™

Questionable industry suppont bas
Jed the TBS board 1o postpone formal
approval of TNT. The board Nov. IS
urged a go-slow approach, according
to TBS spokesman Arthur Sando, but

““will meet again in January.

Sando remains optimistic TNT will
evenmally surface, though not in
March 1988 as originally planned.
“We think TNT will be good for the
cable industry,” he says. And Sando
adds that TNT, shouild it appear, won't
anificially inflate rights fees.

Rights fees are beginning to rise
again. The NBA, for example, flush
with success from last scason, won a
$50 million two-year contract exten-
sion from TBS. The new contract,
beginning with the 1988-89 season,

calls for $23 million the first year and

$Z7 million the second. The $50
million contract is twice as high as
the current TBS/NBA agreement.
While the industry mulls the latest
developments from TBS, there is yet
another factor o consider. NBC,
which has covered TBS' CNN opena-
tions for years, is reportedly talking to
TBS officials about a range of possi-
ble ventures, including equity invest-
ment. -~ Ouck Moazakis
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Turner network

draws skeptics

By RICHARD TEDESCO
Saff reponer

Nrx Yorx—TNT msy not have
the explosive impact Ted Turner ex-

Some cable TV operators are
skeptical about what programing
wil] be featured on Mr. Turner’s
planned Turner Network Television
and whether theyll have the chan-
nel space Lo carry the new service
when it premieres next year.

At least one of the top 10 multiple
cable system operators. Comcast
Cable Comrunications, bas already

told Turner Broadcasting that it
does not intend to carry TNT in
1988.

“I'm busy working on my busi-
ness plan for next year, and TNT
isn't in i1,” said Robert Clasen,
Comecast president and chief exec-
utive oificer. “There are 2 lot of pew
services we're not going to carry and
TNT is one of them.™

Mr. Clasen voiced concerns sbout
TNT that were echoed by sources at
other MSO0s.

*They don't have sny product
today aside from the MGM Library.
You're buving a pig in a poke,” Mr.
Clasen said.

TES officials declined to comment
publicly about the concerns ex-
pressed by some MSOs, but sources
pointed out several points in the
company’s favor, not the least of
which is Mr. Turner's salesmanchip
ability.

The major MSOs now seated on
TES's board are expected to put
their weight behind the service,
providing carriage to mare than 10
million subscribers.

The M50 board, which recently.

approved the coneept of TNT, includes representa-

. tives of Tele-Communications Inc, American Televi-

sion and Comrmunijcations Corp., Warner Cable Com-
munications, Continental Cablevisiop and United

- Cable.

Souwrres also said that ¥ TNT pets the blockbuster

programing that Mr. Turner is seeking, the service

eena:in}yviu gain acceptance. .- -~ .

Aside trom films in the MGM library, including a
:;nvork hi‘ckoﬂ llutu.ring “Gone With the Wind.”

e new channe] would carry sports programing
shifted from the TBS superstation. _

BeyozZTthsBE=S-Turner has composed a8 TNT
“wizh list" that includes Major League Baseball,
NBA and NCAA basketball, US. Open golf and ten-
nis and special events spanning everything from the
Academy and Grammy awards 1o the Olympics, the
Kentucky Derby, the Daytona 500, college football
bovg %:r:nes and parades.

"' urner's programing is as strong as it appears
ist ‘:m going mux;dbe. we'll find some room,” said Neil

van, vice president in operations for Jones
Intercable. . P i

But some MSO executives say they simply may not
bave the channel capacity for 'I'N'I'.q i

“Even if we really wanted to get the service on, it
would be hard to clear channel space in some cases.”
said Peter Low, director of programing for Cablevi-
sion Systems Corp.

The proposed March 1928 launch date also seems
to be in question. MSOs contacted last week had yet
to hear a full-blown presentation on prograxming or
business plans from TBS. The Twner board is ex-
pected 1o approve a business plan for TNT at its pext
meeting io mid-November.¢#
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